Hollywood Western films constitute one of the truly unmistakeable genres in the era of cinema.
PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 3 (1) (2017) fundamental deformation opposed by Agamben, namely the line of demarcation between 'bare life', or the breath of existence, and sovereign power-manifest in the radical disconnection between the machinery of the state and those marginalised by modernity, such as camp inmates and refugees, to whom personhood is effectively denied (see Birmingham 2011, 132-3) . In Agamben's view, the medium and technology of cinema can 'lead images back to the homeland of gesture ' (2000, 55) . The example he gives is Samuel Beckett's final piece for television, named after and featuring Schubert's Lied 'Nacht und Träume'. In this ten-minute piece a performer places his head on his hands while his dream of comfort and companionship, forthcoming from disembodied hands appearing out of the surrounding darkness, is shown twice, once in the opposite corner to the dreamer, and once occupying the centre of the screen. Agamben writes:
'According to the beautiful definition implicit in Beckett's Traum und Nacht [sic] , [cinema] is the dream of a gesture. The duty of the director is to introduce into this dream the element of awakening' (55).
A recent installation piece by the Danish artist Joachim Koester points to a link between an
Agambenian ethics of gesture and the Western movie. 1 Koester's response to Agamben's challenge to do his directorial duty by introducing the element of awakening into a cinematic traffic of images,
is an approximately thirty-minute video, The Place of Dead Roads, shown in a perpetual loop in one of the darkened spaces of the installation. Four cowboys compulsively repeat actions recognizable as motifs from the Western genre (drawing guns, circling menacingly, waiting in ambush etc.). The gestures they make, radically separated from the narrative context from which they derive, seem to arise from deep within their bodies. To quote from the wall-mounted exposition:
Gradually, as the cowboys engage in an exploration of these dark sensations, the jerks and involuntary movements of their actions come to resemble a strange dance. Koester writes about the film [...] 'The "happy dance" [...] can be seen as an attempt to end the spell of historic violence'. (Koester 2017) In other words, Koester's video corresponds very well to, and indeed helps clarify, Agamben's position, detaching the creaturely body from the ritualistic straitjacket of the forms of spectacle to which it has fallen subordinate-with the Western movie functioning here as a sort of paradigm.
In Koester's re-working, the genre's formulaic gestures of violent interaction are negated-the performers never touch the revolvers they wear, despite their obsessive miming of the gestures of aiming, shooting etc.-and through 'jerks and involuntary movements' (like Agamben's 'ataxia, tics and dystonia'), the cowboys find a route to a gesturality freed, rather than fixed, by the moving image.
Conversely, it is clear that the narrative control exerted by the Western genre as such is unlikely to leave any of the gestures it captures untouched. This is a point understood even by those commentators most sympathetic to the aesthetic potential of the genre. As Jane Tompkins writes in her superb book, West of Everything, 'There is never a moment when you aren't being programmed to believe, act, or feel a certain way ' (1992, 210 heroic Western image, free? ' (1995a, 100) . And, of course, this control is not just a matter of a narrative logic constraining gesturality, but is also ideologically driven. The Western unrolls against the horizon of Manifest Destiny, an ideology of White European-American entitlement and power with scant regard for ethical or aesthetic abstractions-the mantle of which, as Marcus says, John
Wayne 'wears easily, happy to represent America to the world ' (1995b, 209) . Indeed, the very notion of destiny is described by Agamben as antithetical to what he means by ethics:
the fact that must constitute the point of departure for any discourse on ethics is that there is no essence, no historical or spiritual vocation, no biological destiny that humans must enact or realize. This is the only reason why something like an ethics can exist, because it is clear that if humans were or had to be this or that substance, this or that destiny, no ethical experience would be possible-there would be only tasks to be done. (Agamben 1993, 43) For Agamben, destiny and meaningfully human gestures are mutually exclusive: 'For human beings who have lost every sense of naturalness, each single gesture becomes a destiny' (Agamben 2000, 52) .
One might expect a narrative concern with destiny to seep into every frame of the Western, leaving no residual space-in Agamben's terms-for gestures to breathe. In what follows I wish to argue that such a reading would be too narrow. United States. This is the Schwebezustand of the New World. As Gilberto Perez puts it, this halfcompleted church at the edge of the desert is a place 'where Wyatt Earp will forever dance with
Clementine ' (1998, 241) .
In their equilibrium and sense of suspended potentiality, these gestures point toward that quality which characterises the best Westerns: that they are not ideologically rigid. (Agamben 1993, 43) . In the Western's retrospective view of a sense of a future, we are at a point upon which the shadow of the realisation has begun to fall that the sheer abundance of the new continent can never be perfectly converted into an actual political order. i.e. the cathartic bloodbath, i.e. the hero trying with every will-fiber to eschew the generic world of the stick and fist and but driven by unjust circumstances back to the violence again, to the cathartic final bloodbath the audience is brought to applaud instead of mourn. (1996, 704) Politically the 'weary gunfighter' motif reflects a moment at which the US is 'nearly an ordinary European country and no longer the place of promise' (Pippin 2010, 143) . The figure is that of the killer who wishes to become bound by the restraints of civilization, but finds that that civilization cannot exist without his violence. In a passing allusion to Carl Schmitt and Agamben, Pippin says:
'a state of exception always looms' (145), one which will require the killer to kill again, and thus be excluded from civilized order after all; instead, he rides off into the sunset, alone, except for his horse. The two classical examples of this plot model to which I wish to draw attention are Shane PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 3 (1) (2017) (George Stevens, 1952) and Unforgiven (Clint Eastwood, 1992 [1939] , which is clearly not ironical, and attests to the greater depth and subtlety of the more self-conscious, pure 'myth' of the best Westerns [see Bazin 1971, 152] .)
The actual shape and import of the narrative is as follows: once Shane has actually disclosed the state of emergency that dwells within the modern political order, he has to disappear, or, more precisely, to become an abstraction. His disappearance allows the law to enter and appear to fill the space that he must vacate. (This whole problematic is brilliantly explored in another Ford
Western, The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance [1962] .) Young Joey Starrett, who has represented the viewer throughout, embodies the benefit to the viewer and by extension civil society of the sacrifice made by Shane: 'Tell your mother there are no more guns in the valley… you go home to your mother and father and grow up to be strong 'n' straight…'.
But the film itself is not the disappearance into abstraction; it is in fact a series of gestural performances that flourish before the necessity of abstraction makes good its claim. Consider the first performance of Shane's readiness to help the Starrett family. Without saying a word, he gets up from the dinner table, goes outside the cabin and starts attacking a huge tree stump with an axe. At length, also without comment, Joe joins him and the two men are shown working together.
The actual task they undertake is curiously indeterminate: they are getting rid of the remains of an enormous tree. They are neither felling it (it's already gone), nor uprooting it (there's no need), just levelling the ground. At a later point, the 'suspended', hovering, gunfighter gives in to Joey's pleading to teach him how to shoot. Shane impresses upon the boy that a gun is just a tool. But, of course, when Shane uses his gun in earnest, he is banished from the field in which tools have PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 3 (1) (2017) their rightful place. This 'telos' is fatal. In contrast, the stump chopping has a less clear outcome:
what it captures and exposes by means of the editing is two potentially lethal weapons used as tools in a performance that bonds two men in labour.
About Unforgiven is a demystification of this untroubled confidence in the law, and it achieves this by exploiting (but, as we shall claim, not subverting) the genre that Shane exemplifies so purely.
Clint Eastwood, who plays the lead in Unforgiven, which he also produced and directed, himself She was a comely young woman and not without prospects. Therefore it was heartbreaking to her mother that she would enter into marriage with William Munny, a known thief and murderer, a man of notoriously vicious and intemperate disposition.
When she died, it was not at his hands as her mother might have expected, but of smallpox. That was 1878.
We move straight into the originating event of the plot, now set not in the nuclear/holy family of ' (1992, 94) . In
Unforgiven, this symbolization is intentionally blocked. When Munny attempts to mount his horse he falls off haplessly (twice) in a passage lasting almost a minute. A similar device is used to show how hard it is in reality to shoot small objects off fence rails using a revolver.
In these and many more moments-indeed, practically the whole development of the plot-the Joey, who relishes Shane's competence and mimes our own consumption of it throughout the film, must also accept his loss-the final words are Joey's 'Shane, come back!' The implication is that the viewer, too, having been entertained by the murders, can now grow up to be strong and straight and so on, having paid the price of renunciation.
Joey's equivalent in Unforgiven as our surrogate consumer/commodifier of violence is the character of W.W. Beauchamp, the writer. We cannot ignore his surrogacy on our behalf, but to identify with him is shameful since he is both a physical coward-he graphically and realistically wets himself when actual violence threatens-and the agent of commercial exploitation of killing as entertainment. I have long reflected upon my bad conscience at enjoying the concluding bloodbath, an enjoyment that I take to be required by the aesthetic and thematic structure of the PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 3 (1) (2017) film. My conclusion is that Eastwood and David Webb Peoples, who wrote the screenplay, make explicit and leave unresolved in a meaningful way what Shane disavows and resolves.
The return of the hyper-competent killer, after so much assurance that such persons do not exist in reality, introduces what can only be described as a metaphysical element. Earlier in the film English Bob (Richard Harris) had explained, a propos of the contemporaneous wounding of President Garfield, why it is that you can assassinate an elected president, but not a sovereign monarch: 'If you were to point a pistol at a king or queen your hands would shake at the sight of royalty and would cause you to dismiss all thought of bloodshed, you would stand how shall I put it, in awe, but a president, well, I mean, why not shoot a president…?' 9 At the end of the film, Munny inspires a similar sort of sovereign awe. After he has completed his massacre he leaves the saloon, and anybody is in a position to shoot him down. But nobody does. He remains invincible, but not because of any respect derived from civil structures of authority, but by the awe inspired by the certainty of pitiless violence hidden within it. We are in the state of exception. It is pitch black and pouring, you can't see a thing clearly except Munny's white horse. 'Alright', he says, in a strikingly resigned, impersonal or disinterested tone, 'I'm coming out, any man I see out there, I'm going to kill him [...], anyone takes a shot at me I'm going to kill him, kill his wife, burn his damn house down….' The logic of genre allows Eastwood and Peoples to confront the violence which Little Bill has striven to put to use in the establishment of justice, albeit with an undertow of sadism, with the reality of violence, which is that it is in a sense absolute. The state of exception that the killer embodies cannot be sublated. The means cannot be contained within the ends.
I would argue that our pleasure-the visceral reality of which is difficult to deny without negating the dramatic and aesthetic shape of the whole work-although we might be ashamed of it, is removed from the sphere of entertainment. It is unforgiven: our shame. 10 But the climax is also removed from the sphere of conventional ethics 11 in which, according to Agamben, 'the false alternative between ends and means […] paralyzes morality ' (2000, 56) . After Munny has ejected the fawning Beauchamp (thereby possibly taking us beyond our shame), this dialogue ensues between the mortally wounded Little Bill on the bar-room floor and Munny towering above him:
Little Bill: I don't deserve this. To die like this. I was building a house.
Munny: Deserve's got nothing to do with it.
Little Bill: I'll see you in hell, William Munny.
Burst of storm sound; sounds of cocking of Spencer rifle at distance of a few feet.

Munny: Yeah
Little Bill takes one last breath.
Gunshot. PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 3 (1) (2017)
Little Bill's last breath, perhaps, is the gesture, unstressed, but inseparable from the cinematic medium (which alone among media will capture and preserve such a point of undifferentiated life), that comes closest to that 'something like an ethics' beyond ethics of which Agamben speaks.
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The Ethics of Genre
In his remarks on the vicissitudes and significance of gesture, Agamben concludes by claiming that the 'appearance' or 'exposure' of mediality (such as he discerns in authentic gesture) is the condition of human community and opens an ethical space (2000, . Perhaps we are now in a position to make sense of these words in relation to the genre of the Western movie. 
This false assumption of freedom provides, I suggest, an analogy with the erroneous idea that genre can be transcended at will. In Agamben's terms, it is to wrongly dismiss mediality as 'platitude'. The return to dependence that inevitably ensues in the case of Wallace's smug substance abusers, we read, beats 'them into such a double-bound desperation that they finally PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 3 (1) (2017) come back in with their faces hanging off their skulls and beg to be told just what platitudes to shout, and how high to adjust their vacant grins' (706).
Against this powerful depiction of the reality of addiction and the rigours that alone can overcome it, the novel provides an image of positive resistance to dependency that is linked to the generic 'violent payback' pattern. This occurs through one of the most persistent leitmotif characters, Don
Gately, who embodies the problematic of addiction and its implications for an ethics of modernity.
He has submitted to the proper discipline of AA and become rehabilitated, but, in a climactic moment of the novel, he throws off all restraint in order heroically to protect the inmates of the centre for recovering addicts, in which he now has a role as custodian, against the threat of extreme violence. This is a bloodbath if ever there was one, and it is hard to imagine that Wallace, who thought extremely highly of Unforgiven and David Webb Peoples (see Rose 1997) , didn't wish us to make the connection, so effectively does he bring us 'to applaud instead of mourn' this relapse on Gateley's part into murderous criminality. Where Hal's father, in his darkest most Exposing the resistance of 'genres' to meaningful sub-or inversion can therefore have the same function as 'gesture' does in relation to 'language' for Agamben, who writes:
if we understand the 'word' as the means of communication, then to show a word does not mean to have at one's disposal a higher level (a metalanguage, itself incommunicable within the first level), starting from which we could make that word an object of communication; it means, rather, to expose the word in its own mediality, in its own being a means, without any transcendence. The gesture is, in this sense, communication of a communicability. It has precisely nothing to say because what it shows is the being-in-language of human beings as pure mediality.
(2000, 58) PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 3 (1) (2017)
The fact and display of mediality, whether in the case of words, gestures or genre, rather than facilitating transcendence, can and should be acknowledged as the ground for genuine ethical experience. It bears witness to the 'being-in-a-medium of human beings' and it therefore 'opens the ethical dimension for them ' (57) . This is a dimension not determined by an overriding destiny or direction-hence the great Westerns suspend the 'end' of Manifest Destiny-but a space of human responsibility, in which means are not instrumentalised by ends, nor are they ends in themselves (see Agamben 2000, 57) . The political aporia generated by the perpetual noncoincidence of hope and possibility is one that must be 'endured and supported' rather than sublated or concealed within closed logics of production or action. 2 For an overview of Agamben's view of cinema see Grønstad and Gustafsson (2014) .
3 For Ethan's complicated identification with the hated 'other', see Pippin (2010) , especially 112. 4 On the same page (117), Pippin draws attention to the enigma of this moment: 'What is the meaning of Ethan's famous gesture at the end, raising Debbie once again above his head?'
5 The United States of America did indeed once seem to promise a 'coming community' in which scarcity, injustice and inequality would disappear. Hannah Arendt, for whom the American, rather than the French, Revolution was the superior but sadly neglected, historiographical example, quotes John Adams: 'I always consider the settlement of America as the opening of a grand scheme and design in Providence for the illumination of the ignorant and the emancipation of the slavish part of mankind all over the earth' (cit. Arendt 2006, 13) . In the context of the ambivalence of 'destiny' in US culture it is instructive to glance at the way Agamben and others make use of that iconic US writer, Herman Melville. While Agamben sees a prolepsis of a kind of 'anti-destiny' in Bartleby's refusal of the deformations of modernity, Bonnie Honig draws attention to Melville's alternative model, of a possible cooperative community, in Ishmael and the crew of the Pequod (2016, 158) . This affords a glimpse of a perpetual tension between political hope and political possibility. 
